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Saudi Arabia: The Pi votal Kingdom

SAUDIARABIA  ° :
The Ceaseless Quest for Secunty
__By Nadav Safran *~ -

"Harvard University | Press‘524 pp $25

By James Craig

| HIS IS avery good book. It is txdy calm studxed,
erudite and scholarly: It handles a rhass 6f material

the’ kmgdom *§-history up to:the deathiof. Jon Saud,
‘it is thereafter in essenté a yedr-hy-year;’ almost a dayy-
day aceeurit of Saudi foreign and defense pelicy in‘every-field:
the Guif, the Yernens - Arab-Israéti; the Americafy connéction.
It is, therefore, dense‘and: détailed: Nadav Safran, director: of

the Center-for Middle Easters Studies: at.Harvard, relieves.

the detail by-an- admu'able pra'cuce.fhe explains at'the-start 'of
each section what he is going: tb $ay; he'says'it; then he:stm-
marizes-what he-hias saidi ‘Thigmakes forducidity; though it
does not: increase the-éxciterient: Nor does the prose: style,

which, though®chiastéand rélatively: fice from-the Jargorr of-

modern academe, -is short on sparklé-and’elegance: -

Professor Safran¥is particulatly good: on- the: central dx-‘

lemma of-Saudi-foreign pelicy: how- €5 reconcilé:this need for

American support, political, military and technological; extet-

-nally: and: perhaps- alsotintepiallywith.the fear of being
branded as the ‘stoogevsf Israel’s’ chief-ally. Here-Hes the
principal cause of Satdi Arabia’s alleged vacillatién: -a: desire
for two'things which are/in fhedt circumstafices: mcompauble
The reason why the Saudis: always:support Araly urity:is not
ideological conviction but:'their-belief::that: when:unityy or
something approaching:it; :prevails;-the - ‘moderates, i.e;;, the

pro-Westerners, predomiinates.wheteas whén theré:is'a spht N

the extremists drift-off-towards:the: SovietUrniion:and' the
critics of the Saudi-Ametican:cofinection -are free o indulge
‘their indignation, outside"asid ingide the- kingdom. For Saudi
Arabia the United States is both ar’asset and a liability; a fact

which those in Washington who-say-that Saudi:Arabiais. safe .

that she has-nowhere else to go, reject attheir.perilk - .- -
There are other reasonsfor Saudi hesitancy: Professor- Sa-

- fran-accurately déscribes- King: Faxsal’ style: “‘a.dispesition-
to appease rather than.resist’’;
-events to unfold.. .

. rather:than. seek to.anticipate them”;.“a. ..
propensity to give priority to immediate, clear demands
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withi-skilb and clanty. Infroduced by a:summary of’

“a tendency-to.wait for-

Exactly:.

 Sir Jt'zAnnzes Craig, former Bfitisﬁ"’arﬁbé.'ssador to Saz;di Ardi)ta

is director general of the Middle East As.soaatwn in London

and visiting-professor: ofAmbzc at Oxfurd LA

Saud1 Arabw'cﬁn ﬁll the part S‘ne stmes always as'Pto

ASSQCIATED PRESS PHOTO

Kzng Fahd of Saudi Arabza with President Reagan in February, 1985

but as the book recogmzes later, thxs was not only Fmsal’

. style. It refleets national charactensncs Professor- Safran
..argues. that Saudi Arabia’s position_has declined-since Faisa.l_»..

and that the reason-is the quality of the (collective) leader- -
ship that: followed hxs death I accept nexther the fact nor- the

" reason. .’ .

.. The Saudis.in: any case’ cannot aﬁord to be bold and ifci-=
sive. In its endemic state-of discord the Arab world has-con-
, stant.need. of a_mediator_and for. a number, of, reasons. only.
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sor Safran recognizes, to avoid the- polarization of the Arals
world. And if she were to depart from neutrality the- cause
- WoldbeJost. . - -

S A R

R

W - ENVY Professor. Safran’s mastéry of thé events of
- Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy. But at the risk of seem-
: ~inig hyperecritical, I find his analysis too neat, too clas-
w - sificatory: there tiere four-reasons for this; five phases
in that. He attributes to.the Saudis- a diplomacy. too:clever,
too calculated: to be-credible: Even in-countries with a long
tradition-of diplomiacy- it is hard to believe-in a constant for-
* eign’policy except as a-pattern detected so to speak posthu-
. mously-by historians out: of 2’ series. of:accidents and: reac-
.. tions: In-the case: of the’ Saudis;- neither the experience nor,
more" important; the. apparatus of diplomacy- has been -avail-
able. Take this-account for example: -+ . . .. .
~*“The Saudis promptly- took: advantage of thé new situation

~ to reach towards Iraq and to maneuver: between it and Iran .

to protect their-security. and-uthér interests in the .region

- against:the threats-they had‘previously faced from both quar- -

ters. Specificallythey endeavored to use Iraq to frustrate the

Shah's schemes:to institutionalize his-hegemonic: aspirations
through-a. Gulf"collective defense-pact; and-to use -Iran- to
check-Iraq’s aspirations: to: become the center of an align-
‘ment-of the'Arab-countriés-of.the. Gulf.- They- alsg-strove to
play on the rival aspirations of: the two powers.in order to re-
strict the position of either one"among the Guif emirates and
to assert their own predominance-there. Within two years of
Faisal’'s death they. had- succeeded: remarkably -in both en-
deavors, so that in 1977 they seemed fo be in control of their
destiny i the Gulf, even as'they were at the'same moment
masters: of the. situation. in".the Arab-Israeli-arena, .in their
relations with the United “States; in their dealings .with. the
‘Yemens, and elsewhere.” Good heavens; was Metternich still
‘alive in the Gulf in' 1977? Was King Khaled the Talleyrand de-
nos-jours? ...

¢ Equally, when the author is critical of Saudi policy, he criti-

cizes from the standpoint.of one who éxpects-too much. “By
the end of Khaled’s reign Saudi policy was virtually en-
thralled to Syria.” The adjective, repeated. later, is-absurdly
exaggerated, but it reflects the:common criticism that the-
Saudis: have not' done_ enough_to_moderate Syrian- intransi--
gence. But what can they do? What tools-of diplomacy. do’

LA

¢

“mains. in-the field of conjecture. +: i - ...; o T
1> It-has beer alleged:that: this-book’has been financed by the
* LA, Thave no idea whether the-allegation is true:or not. But
‘it i35, there has been no elfect on. the: argument, which is
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they have? Only money; and the ineffectiveness of _money as
a'means:of controlling another country’s policy is continually. .

-demonstrated in the relationship between the:Unifed States

and Israel. The purse-strings may ‘modify- methods and tac-:

tics; they can seldom change principles and policies.

Professor:Safran has little tosay-about. the modish: subject
of internal security: Will Saudi Arabia-go the. way of.Iran? If
he had said more, L.should have expected. to disagree with
him; for he speaks of:#‘vast economic: and social change”- and

““social -and-economie-changes- at- a dizzying pace” '(my em-
-phasis). But for me the great surpriSe in Saudi Arabia is that

the admittedly vast economic expansion has been -accompas .
nied by a comparatively tiny-amount, of change in.social prac-
tices and values:.a factar:which helps to explain; while being

“itself inexplicable;-the stability which-prevails m Saudi Ar?'bia

-amid-a sea.of regional-turmoil. - 1. - Gabs ST
- Professor Safran’s. final; -though tentative; ~conclusion - is -
that-“America’s: long-term ainy’ should ‘be to disengage its
vital interests from:the pelicy and:fate of the Kingdom.” I ad-

el

'vise caution: the present régime: has many-faults:but no pos-

sible suecesser could:be-as.helpful.to American and Western
'interestsf..*-,: B R e i N S o )
- 'A-fmal point:-the circle whieh. makes-the big decisions in

:Saudi. Arabia‘is a closed:community; Neither Professor Sa-

fran-nor I, nor-anyorne- outside. the’ circle;-knows who- says

-what'in the debate; or why, or who carries weight. The press

cannot help at all; and-the:dispatches.of ambassadors very lit-

“tle: Any discussion, therefore;:of the formation of high:Saudi
+ policy.is bound:to-be largely guesswork: Professor Safran ‘s

an’expert and_his guesswork:is“perceptive: and usually -per- -
stiasive. But when he:says, for example;that the Khaled-Ab- .
dullah faction advocated this and Fahd insisted on that, he re- i

balanced and scholarly and will serve no propaganda purpose- ]
for-any-of-the-parties-conceivably interested. If I have la-
"bored my disagreement with parts of the argument, that is a -
measure of the profound respect with which I have emerged
from a study of the book. R ' T a
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